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This year’s incoming class of sophomores will be the first 
in Washington to meet new graduation requirements: 
crafting a student plan for their post-high school goals; 
successfully completing courses to meet academic stan-
dards; and meeting standards on the reading, math and 
writing sections of the WASL. 

I believe we are on the right track toward ensuring our 
students have the knowledge and skills that will serve 
them as adults in the workforce. The WASL should, how-
ever, be a tool to measure that progress, not impede it.

As part of the state’s plan to give students a fair chance 
to earn their diploma, the legislature funded voluntary retakes this year for 11th-grade 
students. We also passed tutoring and summer school programs, as well as alternatives 
for students to demonstrate the mandatory skills needed to graduate.

The final budget contains:

• $28.5 million for remedial help for students struggling with the WASL . 
• $13 million to help students with math and science. 
• $16 million for a teacher salary increase of 0.5 percent. 
• 500 more higher education enrollment slots 

Overall, the 2005-07 Legislature increased state funding for Washington’s public 
schools by $1.7 billion – about $1,796 per student.

Part of our job here in Olympia must be ensuring that 
there are ample job opportunities throughout Washington. 
In the construction trades alone, there is an enormous 
shortage of skilled workers forecasted for the future. The 
industry is expected to average nearly 800,000 new jobs 
over the next ten years.

A bill I sponsored, House Bill 2789, will be a great tool to 
help students interested in earning a decent living in the 
construction trades through the apprenticeship program. 
This bill provides guidance and opportunities for high 

school students to choose careers in trades and technical fields and to begin thinking 
about this early in their secondary school career.

Another bill I prime-sponsored, House Bill 3003, will expand the apprenticeship pro-
gram to our state’s transportation projects. That means a percentage of work completed 
will be done by apprentices who will be earning while they’re learning. To all of us in 
Washington, this bill will mean the completion of vital work to ensure our safety for 
years to come. 

One of the main purposes of the bill is to team up with the Helmets to Hardhats pro-
gram, which helps our veterans serving in Iraq and Afghanistan build on the skills they 
developed in the military. We’ll help our veterans make the transition from service to 
civilian life and provide opportunity, not insecurity, after their service is completed. 

In order to halt the dramatic loss of unem-
ployment benefits for many workers in our 
state, I helped broker a vital and historic 
deal that restores many of the most harmful 
cuts. The average reduction was $40-$50 a 
week, with some workers losing as much as 
$200 a week. According to the Employment 
Security Department, 82% of workers un-
employed saw a decrease in UI benefits in 
2004.

The legislation restores the “liberal con-
struction” of the law, meaning more work-

ers will be eligible to receive benefits. In seasonally-employed industries, wage pay-
ments drop dramatically during leaner months, equaling a lower average salary when 
spread out over the entire year. To restore those damaging cuts, those in the construc-
tion, agriculture, and fishing industries, as well as part-time higher education faculty will 
see their benefits based on their two highest-earning quarters, rather than their yearly 
earnings. 

Employers, however, will pay taxes based on the worker’s yearly earnings (“four-quarter 
averaging”). The savings for the business community is estimated at between $100 and 
$120 million a year. 

Ultimately, this is a remarkable compromise – it is good for business, which will save 
millions each year. It’s also good for workers whose lives are turned upside down when 
their job ends through no fault of their own. 

Dear Neighbors,

Even though it was a shorter legislative session this year, we packed fifty-nine 
days with an unprecedented amount of historic reforms and investments that 
ensure our state remains a national and international leader for years to come. 

It was a very productive session marked with strategic investments in job 
creation, education, health care, veterans’ assistance, and crime prevention. In 
the House Commerce and Labor committee alone, the committee I chair, we 
passed nearly seventy bills. I presided over everything from health care and 
problem gambling, to workforce training and unemployment insurance reform.

I’m very pleased with the results of the session. Still, there are some issues 
that were left unfinished. I’ve briefly described some of what I believe were 
the highlights and some of the issues yet to be resolved from this past session. 
Thank you for allowing me to serve you and for working with me to build a 
better Washington for everyone.

Steve Conway

My committee passed the “Fair Share” bill that would 
have required large employers of 5,000 or more to cover 
up to 9 percent of the health insurance costs of their 
workers or pay the difference into the state’s health ser-
vices account. The vast majority of large employers easily 
meet that standard.  But a few employers – some with 
phenomenal profit margins – have developed a business 
model that drives many of their employees onto state 
plans. Consequently, you and I and every other employer 
in the state end up paying for their benefits.

The estimated cost for these employers, between Medicaid and the Basic Health Plan, is 
well over 20 million dollars a year. With that amount we could fund thousands of ad-
ditional slots in the Basic Health Plan for low-income families. 

Although the Fair Share bill failed to pass this session, it generated a healthy debate, 
a great deal of public support, and a commitment from many legislators and Governor 
Christine Gregoire to pursue the issue in 2007. 

I was, however, able to convince my colleagues in the House and Senate that we must 
further study the problem of taxpayer subsidies for the health insurance of big busi-
nesses.  We’ll consequently receive an annual report on the number of BHP enrollees 
and medical assistance recipients who are employed, or reported being the dependent 
of someone who was employed, by these large corporations, and the total cost to the 
state for these enrollees. 
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More health care workers are injured on the job 
trying to lift patients than by anything else. After 
some intense negotiating in the waning days of the 
session we were able to strike a deal that will help 
nurses, health care providers, and patients who 
need lifting, by requiring each hospital to estab-
lish a Safe Patient Handling Committee and “No 
Manual Lift” program. With the correct procedures 
in place, as well as some help from the state to pay 
for new lifting devices, we’ll increase the safety of 
both patients and nurses. 

I voted for numerous pieces of legislation this session 
to further protect our families by giving prosecutors 
and law enforcement officers the resources they need 
to catch and convict Washington’s most dangerous sex 
offenders.  Some of these bills create:

• Mandatory 25-years-to-life sentences for child rape 
or molestation in the first degree committed by 
strangers or teachers, coaches and other trusted 
authority figures. 

• Round-the-clock GPS monitoring of sex offenders.
• The crime of communicating with a minor through 

email or a computer for immoral purposes.

We also designated the possession of child pornography as a sex offense.  

All of these measures had the support of police officers, prosecutors and victims’ advo-
cates, and gives Washington some of the toughest laws in the country.

If we want to meet our goal of providing a safe and 
secure community with a high quality of life, that 
means investing in our environmental health as 
well. After advocating strongly for more funding, I’m 
pleased we were able to secure $250,000 in this 
budget for the cleanup and maintenance of Wapato 
Lake. Combined with $50,000 in last year’s budget, 
this will put the popular lake and waterfront back on 
the road to recovery. 

We expanded the Basic Health Program, the state-
subsidized insurance plan for the working poor, by 
6,500 clients to 106,500. 

We also expanded the Children’s Health Program by 
7,400 slots, and added money for pandemic flu pre-
paredness and for community clinics. 

To continue toward our goal of assuring 
every Washington child has health care 
coverage by 2010, we:

 o Eliminated Medicaid premiums for low-income     
children.

 o Increased opportunities for part-time  
workers to access health care through their employers.

 o Established the small employer health  
insurance partnership program

To further fulfill our commitment to qual-
ity long-term care for the elderly and 
disabled, we:

 o Ensured parity in compensation and ben-
efits between individual home care providers and 
providers who work for home care agencies.
 o Eliminate the nursing home bed tax

Thousands of Washingtonians answered the call to de-
fend our country and now we have duty to answer their 
calls for help. During times of war, military families face 
many hardships. The Legislature passed several bills that 
will help our returning service members when they come 
home.

Veterans Innovations Program (HB 2754):  
Provides crisis and emergency relief resources for veter-
ans who are returning from recent military action. It also 
creates grant opportunities for education, training and 
employment.

Discrimination against Veterans (HB 2564): Prohibits discrimination against 
active military personnel or veterans in regards to employment, credit and real estate 
transactions.

Tuition waivers for Veterans (HB 2233):  Will increase access to higher educa-
tion for our veterans. Tuition waivers will be available for all eligible veterans and col-
leges and universities must reach out to veterans.

National Guard Business Loan (HB 2497):  Reduces the financial burden on 
members of the National Guard who are small business owners by capping interest 
rates on small business loans at 6 percent.
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Washington residents, 
especially our children, 
elderly, and vulnerable 
adults, deserve access  

to affordable, safe  
health care.
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Steve Conway with Governor Gregoire and the members of the 
Unemployment Insurance Task Force, at the bill signing for the land-
mark compromise that will restore benefit cuts for laid-off workers 
and lower costs for businesses.


